J Korean Med Sci. 2021 Dec 27;36(50):e346
https://doi.org/10.3346/jkms.2021.36.e346

eISSN 1598-6357-pISSN 1011-8934

JKMS

Brief Communication

Preventive & Social Medicine

‘ '.) Check for updates ‘

Received: Dec 15, 2021
Accepted: Dec 16, 2021

Address for Correspondence:
Young-Joon Park, MD, MPH

Korea Disease Control and Prevention Agency,

187 Osongsaengmyeong 2-ro, Osong-eup,
Heungdeok-gu, Cheongju 28159, Korea.
E-mail: pahmun@korea.kr

*Ji Joo Lee and Young June Choe contributed

equally to the manuscript.

© 2021 The Korean Academy of Medical
Sciences.

This is an Open Access article distributed
under the terms of the Creative Commons

Attribution Non-Commercial License (https://

creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/)
which permits unrestricted non-commercial
use, distribution, and reproduction in any

medium, provided the original work is properly

cited.

ORCID iDs

JiJoo Lee
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-2850-3406
Young June Choe
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2733-0715
Hyeongseop Jeong
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9688-3378
Moonsu Kim
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-9996-4533
Seonggon Kim
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3606-6784
Hanna Yoo
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-6435-935X
Kunhee Park
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6691-4735
Chanhee Kim
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0441-4107

https://jkms.org

Importation and Transmission of
SARS-CoV-2 B.1.1.529 (Omicron)
Variant of Concern in Korea,
November 2021

Ji Joo Lee (©," Young June Choe (,* Hyeongseop Jeong (@, Moonsu Kim ,3
Seonggon Kim (), Hanna Yoo (@,% Kunhee Park ,* Chanhee Kim (,* Sojin Choi ®,*
JiWoo Sim @,° Yoojin Park @,° In Sil Huh ®,° Gasil Hong ®,° Mi Young Kim ®,°

Jin Su Song ©,° Jihee Lee (»,° Eun-Jin Kim ,' Jee Eun Rhee (»,' Il-Hwan Kim®,'

Jin Gwack @, Jungyeon Kim @," Jin-Hwan Jeon @, Wook-Gyo Lee (@,

Suyeon Jeong @,' Jusim Kim @," Byungsik Bae (®,' Ja Eun Kim (,” Hyeonsoo Kim @)’
Hye Young Lee (®,' Sang-Eun Lee (,' Jong Mu Kim @, Hanul Park @,' Mi Yu &,’
Jihyun Choi @, Jia Kim ,' Hyeryeon Lee (©,' Eun-Jung Jang ®,' Dosang Lim ©),’
Sangwon Lee (©,' and Young-Joon Park ©'

'Korea Disease Control and Prevention Agency, Cheongju, Korea

2Korea University Anam Hospital, Seoul, Korea

*Incheon Metropolitan Government, Incheon, Korea

“Gyeonggi-do Infectious Disease Control Center, Suwon, Korea

*Seoul Metropolitan Government, Seoul, Korea

SCapital Regional Center for Disease Control and Prevention, Seoul, Korea
Incheon Airport National Quarantine Station, Incheon, Korea

ABSTRACT

In November 2021, 14 international travel-related severe acute respiratory syndrome
coronavirus 2 (SARS-CoV-2) B.1.1.529 (omicron) variant of concern (VOC) patients were
detected in South Korea. Epidemiologic investigation revealed community transmission of
the omicron VOC. A total of 80 SARS-CoV-2 omicron VOC-positive patients were identified
until December 10, 2021 and 66 of them reported no relation to the international travel.
There may be more transmissions with this VOC in Korea than reported.

Keywords: Coronavirus; COVID-19; SARS-CoV-2; Omicron Variant

Severe acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus 2 (SARS-CoV-2) B.1.1.529 omicron variant
of concern (VOC) was first reported on November 24, 2021 in South Africa, and has quickly
spread globally.! The first two patients infected with omicron VOC in South Korea was
identified on November 25, 2021, during the screening of inbound international travelers at
the airport. Herein, we describe the omicron VOC prevalence over time and epidemiological
and clinical characteristics of the confirmed patients.

Details of the surveillance system have been described earlier.2 Public health officers
interviewed patients about demographics, vaccination history, and symptoms. In all cases
and contacts, nasopharyngeal swab specimen was collected for reverse transcriptase
polymerase chain reaction (RT-PCR) tests. Incubation period was calculated from time of
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exposure, and the serial interval was estimated based on the time from symptom onset in
index cases to symptom onset in corresponding contacts.

During November 24 - December 10, 2021, a total of 80 SARS-CoV-2 omicron VOC-positive
patients were identified in Korea (Table 1). In total, 14 (17.5%) patients had history of
international travels within 14 days of symptom onset, or if asymptomatic, SARS-CoV-2 test
results (Nigeria, n = 10; South Africa, n = 2; Mozambique, n = 1; Ethiopia, n =1, Iran, n=1;
Fig. 1A). Among community transmission cases, 26 were from households, and 12 were from
church-related clusters (Fig. 1B). Among 78 patients with documented history of vaccination,
48 (60.0%) were unvaccinated, and 25 (31.3%) were vaccinated. The vaccinated persons have
received BNT162b (n =13), mRNA-1273 (n = 5), Ad26.COV2.S (n = 4), and ChAdOx1 (n = 3)
vaccines (Table 1).

Most of the first 80 SARS-CoV-2 omicron VOC-positive patients were with mild symptoms,
and 27.5% were asymptomatic, and no cases were with severe diseases nor death during 6.1
mean observed days (range, 2-16 days). Estimated incubation period was 4.2 days (range, 2-8
days) and serial interval was 2.8 days (range, 1-7 days).

Table 1. Characteristics of reported confirmed SARS-CoV-2 B.1.1.529 (omicron) variant of concern cases (n = 80),
South Korea, November 24 - December 10, 2021

Characteristics No. (%) of patients
Age group, yr
<20 17 (21.3)
20-39 37 (46.3)
40-59 19 (23.8)
60+ 7(8.8)
Sex
Male 37 (46.3)
Female 43 (53.8)
International travel history® 14 (17.5)
COVID-19 vaccination status
Unvaccinated 48 (60.0)
Partially vaccinated 5(6.3)
Vaccinated® 95 (31.3)
Symptom profile
Asymptomatic 292 (27.5)
Symptomatic 58 (72.5)
Initial signs or symptoms
Fever 19 (23.8)
Chills 14 (17.5)
Cough 26 (32.5)
Sputum 9(11.3)
Sore throat 28 (35.0)
Headache 19(23.8)
Myalgia 11 (13.8)
Anosmia/Ageusia 1(1.3)
Outcomes®
Severe disease 0
Death 0

2International travel within 14 days of symptom onset, or if asymptomatic, SARS-CoV-2 test date; (Nigeria, n = 10;
South Africa, n = 2; Mozambique, n =1; Ethiopia, n=1; Iran, n =1).

An unvaccinated person had received no COVID-19 vaccine. A partially vaccinated person had received a
COVID-19 vaccine but not completed the primary series > 14 days before illness onset or receipt of a positive
SARS-CoV-2 test result. A vaccinated person had completed the primary series of COVID-19 vaccine > 14 days
before illness onset or receipt of a positive SARS-CoV-2 test result. Vaccinated persons have received BNT162b, n
=13; mRNA-1273, n = 5; Ad26.COV2.S, n = 4, ChAdOx1, n = 3.

6.1 mean observed days (range, 2-16 days).
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Fig. 1. Chronological distribution of SARS-CoV-2 B.1.1.529 (omicron) variant of concern cases. (A) Epidemic curve of reported confirmed cases (n = 80). (B)

Patterns of community transmission.
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We describe the first 80 patients of SARS-CoV-2 omicron VOC-positive patients identified in
South Korea, which have rapidly transmitted to the community in the households and the church.
Epidemiologic features of the omicron VOC have not been fully characterized in other places.3 Our
finding of short serial interval of 2.8 days is in line with findings from South Africa, with growing
reproductive number compared to the delta VOC.4 Meanwhile, none of the first 80 patients
underwent severe disease or death as in the US, which was reassuring, yet, should be monitored
further.5 The hypothesis of trade-off between virulence and transmissibility has been proposed
decades ago, which may be supportive to the evolution of SARS-CoV-2 in the long term.6

Note that 60% of omicron VOC-positive patients were unvaccinated, which emphasizes
the need for vaccination to limit the transmission. Yet, given the high rates of mutation
that omicron VOC carries, vaccine effectiveness should be investigated further.? Earlier
findings from South Africa suggest the efficacy of coronavirus disease 2019 vaccine may be
significantly reduced against omicron VOC.8
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Because information about these early cases of SARS-CoV-2 omicron VOC are selected from
import-related incidents, our interpretation should be made cautiously. Moreover, given the
relatively short observation time, further follow-up is needed to ascertain the disease severity
of this specific VOC as more data are reported globally.

In summary, importation of SARS-COV-2 omicron VOC has caused a substantial community
transmission in Korea, especially among unvaccinated persons. Although the initial findings
on clinical features are reassuring, continuous monitoring of the disease epidemiology and
vaccine effectiveness should be in place.
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